If you waNt to be HaPPy aNd HealtHy, be GRateful! Gratitude is the emotion we feel when we notice that something good has come into our lives and we appreciate it. Some people feel grateful more often than others. For example, some people feel very happy and grateful every time the sun is shining, while others barely notice such things at all. One way scientists measure how often people feel gratitude is by using questionnaires. To get a feel for how these questionnaires work, try thinking about how much you agree with each of these statements, from 1 to 10 (1 = "I strongly disagree, " 5 = "neutral, " 10 = "I strongly agree"):
I think it's important to appreciate each day that I am alive. After eating, I often pause and think, 'What a wonderful meal. ' I think it's important to enjoy the simple things in life.
After getting people's answers to questions like these, scientists can then compare people who score very high on these scales (meaning they feel a lot of gratitude) with people who score very low on these scales (meaning they feel little to no gratitude).
Research has shown that teenagers and adults who feel grateful more often than others are also happier, get better grades, and have better friendships. They also sleep better, have more energy, and have fewer illnesses and less pain [1] . If someone is more grateful than someone else, it does not mean that this person is grateful all the time. People who say that they feel grateful a lot of the time still feel negative emotions, like sadness, fear, or anger. Both positive and negative emotions are part of our lives, but it is possible to increase our overall happiness. One way to do this is to pay more attention to the good things that happen in our life and feel grateful for them.
you caN PRactIce GRatItude Just lIke aNy otHeR skIll
Studies have shown that you can practice being more grateful. Researchers asked teenagers to write down up to five things they were grateful for every day, for 2 weeks. After the 2 weeks, the teenagers said they felt more satisfied with their lives and happier with their school experiences [2] . The teena gers who completed the gratitude practice were still happier with their school experiences even three weeks later, when compared with teenagers who did not complete the gratitude practice [2] . It seems that gratitude has a lasting effect on happiness.
wHy does GRatItude Make you HaPPIeR?
Why does gratitude make you happier and healthier? To come up with an answer to this question, we searched for all of the research papers about grati tude that have already been published. We then put these findings together to show how two different stories (also called models or pathways) could explain why gratitude leads to a happier life. The first story (or model) that could explain why gratitude leads to greater happiness is what we call the "cognitive pathway. " The words "cognitive" and "cognition" are used by scientists to talk about thinking. According to this first story, we would not feel grateful if we did not think about the good things in our life.
If You Are More Grateful, You Will See the World in a More Positive Way
Studies have shown that people who are more grateful than others will automatically think about the things that happen to them in a more positive way. Most situations that happen in our lives are not 100% good or 100% bad. How we think about or interpret what happens to us plays a big role in how we feel about the situation. Most people have learned "thinking habits" that they repeat over and over again.
One of these thinking habits is what is called a "positive interpretation bias, " which means that you are more likely to interpret a neutral or negative situ ation in a more positive way. For example, after falling off your bike, you could think "I got so lucky that I did not get hurt" and feel very grateful. Or, you could think "I can't believe I was so stupid to fall of my bike" and feel really angry. Having the grateful thoughts would be an example of a posi tive interpretation bias. On the opposite side, some people with depression feel sad and down nearly every day, for long periods of time. These people interpret most things in their life in a negative way, which means they have a negative interpretation bias. In Figure 1 , we show a reallife example of how a positive interpretation bias leads to more happiness after getting a bad grade on a test.
Another positive thinking habit has to do with how much attention you pay to the things around you. For example, someone who is scared of dogs will pay much closer attention when there is a dog on the other side of the street, while someone who is not scared of dogs may not even notice that there is a dog there. The person who plays close attention to the dog has a negative attention bias. If you are a more grateful person overall, you might pay more attention to the good things that happen around you, which would be a positive attention bias.
coGNItIoN/ coGNItIve
Another word for "thinking" or "thoughts." bIas A habit of thinking in a certain way that makes it hard to change your mind. For example, a negative interpretation bias means that you interpret nearly everything that happens to you in a negative way. A positive attention bias, on the other hand, means that you mainly pay attention to the good things that happen.
A third positive thinking habit is having a "positive memory bias," which means that you are more likely to remember happy memories than sad ones. Studies have also shown that people who are more grateful remem ber more good memories than bad ones. This can happen for a couple of reasons. One reason is that grateful people might be better than less grateful people at encoding (or storing in memory) happy events when they happen. 1 For example, imagine two people are having a great birth day party. If one person is more grateful than the other, the more grateful person will encode the memory of the birthday in a more positive way (maybe because of the positive attention bias and positive interpretation bias we mentioned earlier). If they encode more positive memories of other situations they are in, too, then grateful people will end up having more positive memories than less grateful people. The other reason why grateful people might have this positive memory bias is that people are more likely to remember past happy things when they are currently feeling happy, and more likely to remember past sad things when they are currently feeling sad. So if grateful people are happier in general, they will find it easier to think of happy memories.
Gratitude Also Helps You Stay Healthy
All of this might explain why grateful people are happier, but why are they also healthier, why do they sleep better, and why are they sick less often? We think that the cognitive pathway can also explain this. If you have fewer negative fIGuRe 1
Here is one example of how gratitude may influence the way we think about a situation (getting a bad grade), and how thinking differently about the same situation can lead to very different endings.
1 Interestingly, scientists have also found that the brain stores emotional memories (positive or negative) more strongly than neutral ones. So if something happens that makes you very happy, sad, angry, or afraid, it might be especially easy for you to remember that event later. This may be because emotional reactions increase activity in the parts of the brain that store memories. thoughts about the world, it is easier to fall asleep because you are not lying awake worrying about everything that went wrong that day. You might have also noticed that when you worry a lot, you can experience negative feelings in your body, such as headaches or stomach pains. In addition, both not get ting enough sleep and having a lot of negative emotions (feeling worried, stressed, sad, and angry) are bad for your immune system, which makes it difficult for your body to fight off diseases [3] . You see, the immune system normally increases inflammation when we get hurt or sick. Inflammation is the redness you can see around a cut on your skin, and the reason why you get a fever when you are sick, for example. Because inflammation kills bac teria, it is a good way for your body to heal. But researchers have now found that when we experience a lot of negative emotions for a long time, or when we do not get enough sleep, the body often responds in the same way-with inflammation. But because we are not sick or injured, and the inflammation keeps happening over a long period of time, the inflammation actually starts to hurt healthy cells. This cell damage makes the body weaker and makes it more likely that we get sick. Because gratitude helps us to feel less negative emotion, it also helps to stop these immune system problems, and this helps to keep us healthy.
the Psychosocial Pathway of Gratitude to Happiness
We also came up with a second story (model) that may explain why grate ful people are happier. This second story involves a psychosocial pathway, which means it is about how our relationships with other people influence our happiness.
Grateful People Have Better Friendships
Studies have shown that people who say that they are more grateful have better friendships. One study found, for example, that college students who said that they felt more grateful at the start of their first semester also reported having more social support (better friendships) at the end of the semester [4]. One possible reason for this is that studies have found that grateful people receive more help from other people and are also more likely to help others. Studies have shown that when you thank someone for their help, this person is more likely to help you and other people again in the future. So if you thank your friends for helping you with something, they will probably feel happy and may be more likely to help you again in the future. Grateful people are also more likely to help others. One study showed that when people felt more grateful after they received help with something, these people spent more time helping someone else, even though what they had to do to help out was really boring! We do not know exactly why people who feel grateful are more likely to help others. Maybe it is because feeling grateful often means that you received something that you needed or wanted from someone else. As soon as you realize that you feel happy and grateful because someone else was kind enough to help you, you might want to pass this on to someone else. It makes sense that this would
PsycHosocIal
The combination of psychological factors (for example, your thoughts and emotions) and social factors (how well you get along with other people, for example, family members, teachers, and other kids at school).
increase the quality of your friendships, because people like to be friends with other people that they can rely on for help.
Good Friendships Are Good for Your Health
Did you know that having good friends can also keep you healthy? People who report better social support have better immune system function, so their bodies can fight off illnesses better, and they can heal faster after getting sick [5] . When you have good friends and family, you will probably feel happier and less stressed. We talked earlier about how this can help your immune system to function better. Studies have also shown that social stress (when we experience stress in our relationships and friendships) causes problems for the immune system. For example, a study showed that when a married couple had an argument with each other, their cuts healed a lot slower than if they had a friendly conversation with each other. This is a sign that the immune system is not functioning well when we experience social stress. We all have arguments with our friends and family members from time to time, but if this happens a lot, it can cause stress, which results in problems for the immune system. In Figure 2 , we show one example of how the psychosocial pathway may explain why grateful individuals are happier and healthier after receiving help from someone on a school project.
GRatItude May also cHaNGe tHe bRaIN
So far, there have only been two studies that investigated if the brains of more grateful people look different than those of less grateful people. One study found that one brain area, which is involved in thinking about the thoughts of others, was larger in people who were more grateful. The second study showed that people who said they were feeling more grateful after reading a story had more activity in brain areas that are important for many emotional and cognitive processes. So it seems like the brains of more grateful people do look different from those of less grateful people, but we need to do more research to find out exactly what this means.
How caN you use tHIs ReseaRcH IN youR owN lIfe?
Gratitude can be practiced in a lot of different ways. One way is to write a list every day before you go to sleep, to remind yourself of three to five things that happened that you are grateful for. Another way to practice gratitude is to write an email or a text message to a good friend, thanking them for something they have done for you. You can also get more creative and take a photo of something you are grateful for every day for a month. It is important to remember that this practice does not mean that we have to ignore bad things that happen to us. But sometimes we think that we need to be happy to be grateful, but that is not really true. If we are sad or things did not go as we wanted them to, it is easy to think that there is nothing to be grateful for. But research has shown that starting a gratitude practice actually worked best for teenagers who were not very happy and grateful to begin with [6] . This shows that we do not need to be happy to be grateful, but that gratitude leads to greater happiness. Here is an example of how being grateful after receiving help may lead to better friendships and family relationships. 
